AT 1002: Introduction to Anthropology, Lecture 9, 5 November 2002

1.
I concluded my last lecture with the point that for indigenous hunters and gatherers, pastoralists and agriculturalists there is generally no concept corresponding to ours of ‘nature’. Nor, consequently, do we find any absolute division being drawn – as it so often is in the West – between the ‘two worlds’ of nature and society. In this western view, society is a world of persons, whereas nature is a world of things. Humans are supposed to participate in both worlds: being human, they are subjects for whom you would use personal pronouns like ‘he’ or ‘she’, but as human beings, individuals of a species, they are objects that we might describe as ‘it’. We usually describe non-human animals only as ‘it’; to call them ‘he’ or ‘she’ is regarded as somehow anthropomorphic, treating them as if they were human. But as we’ve seen, for hunters and gatherers like the Ojibwa of northern Canada, personhood is by no means restricted to human beings. Animals such as bears and eagles can be persons, so can meteorological phenomena such as thunder and the winds, so can celestial bodies like the sun and moon, and so even – under certain circumstances – can rocks and stones. In short, the environment – in the perception of these people – is entirely saturated with personal powers. And if we define social relations as relations among persons, then we have to conclude that the realm of the social, far from being set over against an object realm of nature, is all-encompassing, and that human relations form only a small sub-set of social relations.

Of course, only a tiny minority of non-western people are full-time hunter-gatherers. One has to be careful, in rushing to compare western and hunter-gatherer perceptions, not to leave everyone else out. Though it is hard to generalise about the world’s agricultural and pastoral peoples, I think it would be fair to say that as a general rule, the concept of nature as it has come to be used in modern western discourse about the environment would be as alien to them as it is to hunters and gatherers. Herdsmen and farmers differ from hunters and gatherers in the extent to which they involve themselves quite directly in establishing the conditions for the growth and reproduction of animals and plants. But this doesn’t mean that they imagine themselves to have moved up onto another plane of reality – social  rather than natural. Humans are seen to be as much a part of the environment for animals and plants, as are animals and plants a part of the environment for humans. Thus the transition from hunting and gathering to pastoralism and agriculture should not be understood as a movement from engagement to disengagement, from a situation where humans, animals and plants are co-participants in the same world to one in which they hive off into their own separate worlds of society and nature. Quite to the contrary, the transition involves a change in the terms of engagement. Only with the development of the modern agropastoral industry, it seems, have plants and animals been reduced, in practice, to the status of ‘mere objects’ that philosophers in the western tradition have always supposed them to be.

2.
All of this seems to point to one conclusion, frequently asserted in anthropology, that the concept of nature as we understand it today is itself a cultural construction – that it rests upon a particular way of thinking about our relations with the environment, and about our perception of it, that is peculiar to the western intellectual tradition over the last few centuries. What I want to do in this lecture is to examine the claim that ‘nature is culturally constructed’ a little more carefully. For it turns out to be problematic in all kinds of ways.

It helps to be able to think this through in terms of an actual example, and for this purpose I am going to turn to the work of Richard Nelson on the Koyukon, a native people of Alaska who live by hunting, trapping and fishing. In his book, Make Prayers to the Raven, Nelson gives a vivid account of the profound difference between his way of perceiving nature, conditioned by his own western or ‘Euro-American’ background, and the perception of the Koyukon themselves. Let me read briefly from what he says:

As I was living among the Koyukon people, nothing struck me more forcefully than the fact that they experience a different reality in the natural world… Coming into Koyukon society from a very different [Euro-American] background, I was suddenly confronted by the power of this reality... Among the Koyukon, my teachers clearly perceived in the fullest measure a different world than I did, or that people from my culture could perceive. Each of them was also rational and intelligent by any measure, biculturally fluent, and acutely observant. The great difference in our points of view was something I had been prepared for intellectually; but I was entirely unprepared for it emotionally, unready for the impact of living it. 

My clear and certain comprehension of the natural world was ended. Fundamental assumptions that I had learned about the nature of nature were thrown into doubt… I had to face an elemental question, as an anthropologist of course, but even more so as someone who had always been deeply involved with nature: is there not a single reality in the natural world, an absolute and universal reality? Apparently the answer is no.

In a moment, I shall return to Nelson’s question: ‘is there a single reality in the natural world’? It is, as he intimates, one of the most important questions not only for anthropology, but for the whole of science. I shall show that his answer – that there is no such reality – rests paradoxically on the assumption that, at a more fundamental level, just such an order of reality does indeed exist. But first let’s take a brief look at how the Koyukon view their surroundings, and at how this differs from the supposed western view.

3.
Koyukon understandings are, in many ways, very similar to those of the Ojibwa. Take for example the question of humans and animals. Koyukon people, according to Nelson’s account, do distinguish clearly between the two: humans have souls (which they denote by a word that literally translates as ‘eye-flutterer’), whereas animals have spirits. But Nelson candidly admits that he could never quite figure out the difference between souls and spirits, except that souls seem less vengeful. The difference, whatever it is, seems to be slight. What is clear is that Koyukon regard humans and animals as beings of very similar kind; they are certainly not distinguished as sharply as they are in western thought. The similarity is due not so much to the animal nature of humans as to the human nature of animals – for according to Koyukon stories of the Distant Time, the era when the world was first created, all animals were once human, and ever since, they have retained vestiges of this essential humanity. They are said, for example, to have emotions and feelings that we would recognise in ourselves, they have distinctive personalities, they communicate among themselves with sounds that constitute their own forms of language, but they also understand human speech and behaviour. They are, above all, aware of – and responsive to – the activities of human beings.

But it is not just the animals that are aware in this way. The same goes for every other component of people’s surroundings: plants, features of the landscape, the earth itself, the winds, the sky, and so on. Indeed ‘all that exists in nature’, Nelson says, ‘is imbued with awareness and power; all events of nature are potentially manifestations of this power; all actions towards nature are mediated by consideration of its consciousness and sensitivity’. As a Koyukon person you have, therefore, to treat the non-human component of the environment at all times with the same respect and consideration that one would normally extend towards fellow human beings. And because your surroundings are aware and sensate, you can never be truly alone. As you walk through the forest, you may be keeping an eye out – as we say – for signs of game or other things that may be of concern to you. But the forest is keeping an eye on you too. As Nelson puts it, ‘traditional Koyukon people live in a world that watches, in a forest of eyes’.

At this point, there’s a curious contradiction in Nelson’s account that I want to return to later, since it raises the issue of whether the actual experience of dwelling in an environment, and moving through it in the course of one’s life, is really as different for us (westerners) and them (Koyukon people) as he makes out. On the one hand, Nelson says that the feeling of people surrounded by a world that is aware, sensate and personified, where all things have their special kind of life, is ‘something unknown to Euro-Americans’. But on the other hand, he quotes from his field journal, in which he reports on just such an experience from his own, Euro-American childhood. Let me read what he says:

I remember, when I was a boy, walking alone into a huge, beautiful, darkened cathedral. My entire body was alive with a sensation of being watched – by the walls and windows, the pews and pulpit, by the air itself. Now I have felt that again, but this time when I was travelling alone in the forest.

Perhaps many of us have felt what the Koyukon people describe from their experiences in nature. The surroundings are different, but the sensations may be alike.

I am sure Nelson is right: that most of us, at some time or other in our lives, have felt ourselves to be walking, as he so beautifully puts it, in a ‘forest of eyes’, especially when we are otherwise on our own. Here’s another statement of the same thing, that actually comes from an interview with the French painter, André Marchand. He said: ‘In a forest, I have felt many times that it was not I who was looking at the forest. On some days I have felt it was the trees that were looking at me, that were speaking to me. For myself, I was there … listening’.

Doubtless all of you can recall similar experiences. Significantly, we often speak of them – as Nelson himself did – as experiences of our childhood, during that magical period of life when we did not draw such boundaries around ourselves, and between ourselves and nature, that we are inclined to do in later life. Somehow, children seen peculiarly non-western!  But I tend to think that the difference between ourselves and the Koyukon is not that we don’t have these experiences – even as adults – but rather that we are heirs to a tradition of thought that seeks at every turn to deny the reality of such experience, and that regards it as irrational, superstitious, based on childish fantasy. We might say: ‘Yes, I felt as though the trees were watching me, but I know that this was just in my imagination. Trees don’t really have eyes’. And we might even project this judgement back on people like the Koyukon, claiming that they are foolish and irrational, even childlike, to take their experience for reality. It is, of course, Nelson’s purpose to warn us against making ethnocentric judgements of this kind. But as we’ll see, he ties himself in knots in the process. 

4.
Now in the tradition of western thought and science, as we’ve seen, a clearcut distinction is drawn between the realms of humanity and nature. But in fact the division we make is not so much a twofold as a threefold one. The third realm is that of ‘supernature’, where we place all things spiritual, whose existence is supposed to lie beyond both the purely physical domain of the natural, and the worldly bounds of human existence. But for the Koyukon, Nelson explains, all three realms – of the natural, the human and the supernatural – are rolled together into one, ‘united within a single cosmos’. Rather confusingly, however, Nelson continues to use the word ‘nature’ to denote this cosmos. ‘The natural universe’, he tells us, is for Koyukon people ‘nearly omnipotent’:

In the Koyukon world … human existence depends on a morally based relationship with the overarching powers of nature. Humanity acts at the behest of the environment. The Koyukon must move with the forces of their surroundings, not attempting to control, master or fundamentally alter them. They do not confront nature, they yield to it. At most they are able to placate and coerce nature through its spiritual dimension.

This, to be sure, is a view diametrically opposed to the western idea that the mission of mankind is to exercise control and dominion over the world of nature conceived as a realm of purely material or physical phenomena. But our question is: does this difference of ideology determine the way we experience the reality of the world around us? Is the experience of western and Koyukon people, because of their different backgrounds, bound to be incommensurable?  

5.
To begin to answer this question, I need to introduce a key anthropological concept. This is the concept of ‘worldview’. Anthropologists have long argued that through their experience of growing up in a particular culture, people are equipped with a framework of concepts and categories with which to organise the immediate experience of their senses – all the sights, sounds, smells, sensations of touch, and so on, with which they are continually bombarded. In that way people ‘make sense’ of their world: instead of chaos of ever-shifting impressions, they register definite things in their environment, they can tell where they are and what is happening around them. That, for the people concerned, is the reality they know. But what the people know as reality, the anthropologist calls a particular worldview. Since, as you will recall from my very first lecture, the essence of the anthropological attitude is that it is comparative, anthropologists are peculiarly sensitive to the possibility that there may be multiple realities, based in different cultural worldviews. And indeed, this is the very conclusion that Nelson arrived at: ‘Is there an absolute and universal reality?’, he asked. And his answer was a definite ‘no’.

This answer, as Nelson well recognises, is not new to anthropology. It has been reasserted on countless occasions throughout the twentieth century history of the subject, and has a well-known label attached to it. It is known as ‘cultural relativism’. Or to spell it out, reality as people know it is relative to the worldview of the culture to which they belong. Thus there is a Euro-American reality, comprising a natural world ‘out there’, existing independently of our human selves and full of objective ‘things’; and there is a Koyukon reality saturated with personal powers of sentience and awareness – a world inhabited by ‘beings’ rather then ‘things’, who know of, and respond to, the human presence. For both Euro-Americans and Koyukon people, we might say, reality is ‘culturally constructed’, but the former construct it in one way and the latter in another. And the concept of nature, strictly speaking, belongs to the first way – the Euro-American – and not to the second.

6.
However there’s a catch. Where, in all this, do we place the anthropologist’s reality? If it is a condition of human beings everywhere that they inhabit one reality or another, depending on their culture, how come that the anthropologist – who is necessarily a human being him- or herself – can move up, as it were, to another level, so as to be able to recognise that what everyone else takes to be reality is actually not that at all, but a particular worldview, one possible construction of a more fundamental reality that underlies the totality of human cultural activity? Let’s see how Nelson tackles this one.    

A basic premise of anthropological writing, he says, is that ‘reality is not the world as it is perceived directly by the senses; reality is the world as it is perceived by the mind through the medium of the senses’. I’ll be talking more about the question of how people are able to perceive the world around them, and whether that perception is direct or indirect, in later lectures. Suffice it to say, at this point, that the theory that reality-as-we-know-it is fashioned by the mind, on the basis of sensory information that has its source in the world, actually reproduces a distinction between mind and world that lies at the heart of modern Western thought. In short, the very logic of cultural construction implies that there must exist a world to be perceived, a world that is ‘out there’ (as opposed the mind ‘in here’), and that is given quite independently of the presence and activity of human beings. It is, if you will, a kind of ‘real reality’, absolute and  universal. And it clearly has to be distinguished from the various culturally perceived realities, or worldviews, that are fashioned by human minds. Whereas ‘real’ reality is a precondition for the process of cultural construction, ‘culturally perceived’ reality is its product.

This distinction, between real reality and culturally perceived reality, is well established in anthropological texts. Various terms have been used to denote it, but of all these the pair that appear most frequently are ‘emic’ and ‘etic’. The terms are derived from the words ‘phonemic’ and ‘phonetic’, as used in linguistics. Without going into the technicalities, we can say that the phonetic rendering of a word is meant to provide as accurate as possible a record of its actual sound, whereas the phonemic rendering of the word divides it up into those minimal units – in writing commonly denoted by individual letters – by which it is distinguished from other words with contrasting meanings. For example, ‘bat’ is distinguished by each of its three phonemes – ‘b’, ‘a’ and ‘t’ respectively – from (among other words) ‘cat’, ‘bit’ and ‘bad’. Phonemes carry no meanings in themselves, as words do, but they do serve to tell apart each meaningful word from each and every other.

Drawing a very loose analogy with the contrast in linguistics, anthropologists took the word ‘etic’ to denote an objective description of the world as it actually is, independently of any particular cultural perception or worldview, and the word ‘emic’ to refer to the world as it is given form and meaning within a particular system of cultural concepts, categories and conventions. And this, in turn, became the basis for an academic division of labour between social or cultural anthropology and natural science. Science investigates the fundamental nature of reality, while anthropology studies its representation in the worldview of this or that group of people.  

7.
I have tried to show that the notion that there are multiple perceived realities, differing from culture to culture, actually rests on the premise that there is but one, given reality that exists objectively, prior to perception, and that is the same for all of us. And of course the word that we commonly use to denote this given reality is nature. It would appear that whereas the people of other cultures, such as the Koyukon, are unable to grasp nature directly, but only through the filter of their respective worldviews, the western scientist can observe and study nature for what it really is. And by the same token , the western anthropologist claims to see worldviews as worldviews, that is, as constructions of reality rather than reality as such. For both the natural scientist and the anthropologist are working within an intellectual tradition that celebrates not only the emancipation of humanity from the world of nature but also the ultimate triumph of reason over tradition. Thus the edifice of western thought, with its notions of nature and culture, humanity and animality, reason and tradition, and so on, turns out not to be ‘just another’ worldview, in principle comparable to those of other cultures , but rather to provide the very framework within which the lifeworlds of people of other cultures are constituted as objects for comparison in the first place. In short, the characteristically western separation between mind and nature – reflected both in the division between emic and etic levels of reality, and in the academic division between anthropology and natural science – is built into the very theory that tells us that reality-as-we-know-it is constructed by the mind from the deliverances of the senses, hence into the anthropological notion of the worldview, and hence also, into the project of comparing different worldviews. When we compare the worldview of the Koyukon with that of Euro-Americans, we are doing so in terms that are firmly rooted in the western intellectual tradition.

8.
 The way to resolve this dilemma, in my own view, is to turn the whole thing upside down and take as our starting point not the cultural construction of nature but the lived experience of persons in their environment. Remember the Koyukon experience that as one moves through the forest, one is being watched – that the forest is full of eyes. This is our experience too.  Of course an anthropologist from an urban metropolitan background walking through the woods with a Koyukon companion, a highly experienced hunter and trapper, is liable to miss much of what the hunter sees. This was certainly Nelson’s experience, at least to begin with. It is also possible that the anthropologist sees things that the hunter misses, though perhaps to a lesser extent. But this is not because they are building up different pictures in their minds, on the basis of sensory information from the world that is presumably the same for both. Let me give you another example: the skilled carpenter, running his hand over a piece of wood, can pick up details of its surface texture, grain structure and knottiness which the novice fails to notice. This is not because the carpenter has a more complex scheme in his head for organising the data of tactile perception, but because – due to lengthy experience – his perceptual system is attuned to picking up slight variations in the wood surface that the novice passes over. Likewise the hunter is perceptually attuned to picking up subtle cues in the environment that might indicate the whereabouts and movement of game.

‘Reality in nature’, Nelson writes, ‘is not just what we see, but what we have learned to see’. That we learn to see is not in doubt. But this learning, I would argue, in not a matter of acquiring cultural templates for constructing the environment in our minds; rather it is a matter of acquiring the skills for direct perceptual engagement with its constituents, human and non-human, animate and inanimate. This kind of engagement is much better conveyed by the verb ‘to watch’ than the verb ‘to see’. When we talk about seeing things, we tend to imagine the world as a spectacle that we are looking at, and of which we gain a certain view. Precisely such an attitude is embodied in the notion of ‘worldview’. It is a view, if you will, of the world rather than in the world. To watch, by contrast, one must be wholly immersed within one’s environment, coupling the movement of one’s own attention to the currents of unfolding activity going on around you. In short, if seeing is an achievement of the mind, housed within a body, and set over against the world, watching is the activity of the whole human being, indissolubly mind and body, moving around in, and exploring, its environment. Koyukon hunters and trappers, moving around in their environment, are continually watching, and being watched. Indeed one of the chapters of Nelson’s book is entitled ‘The watchful world’.

The direct experience of being in a world is something we all share. Despite their different backgrounds the native hunter and the western anthropologist, as they make their way through the forest together, are not inhabiting two different realities, constructed by their respective worldviews. If our perception of the environment depends on where we are, and on what we are doing, then by ‘being there’, and participating in the activities of local people, the anthropologist is also able to share in their experience. This is precisely what makes anthropological fieldwork possible. Of course the people may go on to describe this experience in one idiom, and the anthropologist in another, but it is the shared experience of inhabiting the lifeworld that ensures that the anthropologist’s account has a certain veracity.

However when an anthropologist – or for that matter anyone else – says ‘I know, because I was there’, what exactly does this mean? When we ask ‘where’, and receive the answer ‘there’, we must be talking about a place. So what are places, how do they come into existence, and what does it mean to inhabit or dwell in them? I will turn to these questions in the next lecture.   

